between principally the government and the RUF rebel movement; and the United Nations had undertaken an elaborate disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) program that would pave the way for political accommodation and the official declaration of the end of the conf lict by the Sierra Leone government in January 2002. In other words, these elections were the first "post-conf lict" elections, and they served as a bridge in the transition from "war" to "peace." Won by the ruling Sierra Leone People's Party (SLPP)-the party that had led Sierra Leone to independence in 1961 but which had lost the second postindependence elections to the opposition APC in 1967 and had been proscribed after the adoption of the one party constitution in 1978-these elections were deemed to have taken the democratization process a step further in a country emerging from civil war.
Then, in August 2007, the third elections took place, and produced an opposition victory in an atmosphere of widespread discontent with the ruling SLPP government. Unlike the 1996 and 2002 elections, which focused primarily on concerns about conflict transformation and peace building in a country emerging from civil war, the 2007 elections focused, among other things, on social and economic issues. The popular discourses in the country were about electing a government that would be responsive to the socioeconomic and material aspirations of the people. The questions thus revolved around which of the political parties and their leaders were better placed and could be trusted to address the economic and social problems in a country recovering from a decade of conflict. This does not mean that the government that emerged out of the opposition victory in 2007, or its predecessor, has been able to address the difficult problems of poverty, economic and social inequality, or political polarization in the country. The triumph of President Ernest Bai Koroma and the APC over his main challenger, Julius Maada Bio, a former NPRC military junta head who contested on the ticket of the main opposition SLPP in the 2012 polls, therefore speaks more to the fact that incumbent presidents standing for re-election seldom lose elections in Sierra Leone, than to the issue of being rewarded for improving the material condition of the populace. With Bio as the main challenger to the president, the election re-ignited the issue of military regimes in the 1990s, as the APC campaign machine made Bio's military background and his role in the country's civil war a major issue in the elections. This put him on the defensive and ultimately discredited him as an acceptable alternative to the sitting president.
The dominant view about these elections is that they represent a deepening of democratic tradition in a country whose immediate
